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Looking back at the First World War centen ary, Daniel Todman 
labelled the vast range of public activ ities staged in 2014 a ‘swirl
ing cul tural bliz zard’. These events, he wrote, allowed ‘the al ready 
fascin ated to con firm their exist ing beliefs’, pro vided others with ‘a 
super ficial moment’ of engage ment, and passed many more people 
‘com pletely by’.1 At the start of the centen ary, how ever, there had been 
a brief period of hope, when it seemed that new ap proaches to the con
flict that escaped na tional bound aries might take hold. Judith Heß’s 
book con cen trates on the open ing salvos in this period, con cluding 
her obser vations long before the opti mism of August 2014 was lost in 
the ‘bliz zard’ of centen ary fa tigue. Her focus is on the numer ous First 
World War ex hib itions that sprang up in both Brit ain and Ger many, 
all seek ing to offer the public a frame work through which to under
stand the complex ities of the con flict’s many his tories. Across eleven 
de tailed chap ters, Heß ex plores whether these ex hib itions man aged 
to achieve a ‘Euro pean ization of remem brance’, there by cement ing 
new ap proaches to the war in the public imagin ation.

Where Heß’s book differs from other recent studies of the centen
ary is in its com para tive ap proach. This focus allows Heß to move 
beyond the centen ary moment itself and to delve more deeply into 
the British–German relation ship through the prism of the two coun
tries’ memory cul tures. Schol arly writing on this sub ject has long 
em phasized a stark differ ence in the ways that the Brit ish and German 
pub lics have looked back on the First World War. George Mosse’s 
sem inal work on the ‘cult of the fallen sol dier’ iden tified revanch ist 
mem ories in interwar Ger many that were never repli cated to the 
same degree in Britain.2 After 1945 this differ ence per sisted, with the 

1 Daniel Todman, ‘ “Something about Who We Are as a People”: Govern ment, 
Media, Heri tage and the Con struction of the Centen ary’, Twen tieth Cen tury 
Brit ish History, 27/4, (2016), 518–23, at 523.
2 George L. Mosse, Fallen Soldiers: Reshaping the Memory of the World Wars 
(New York, 1990).
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more recent ex peri ence of Hitler’s geno cidal war over shadow ing the 
earlier con flict in divided Ger many.3 For the Brit ish, mean while, as 
David Rey nolds has noted, the First World War still re tained a hold 
over the public imagin ation as a symbol of appar ent futil ity.4

Following the pattern of these studies and others, Heß’s start ing 
point is the same per ceived gulf between Brit ish and German memory 
cul tures. ‘In German histor ical consciousn ess’, she asserts, ‘it is above all 
Na tional Social ism and the Second World War that are pres ent.’ In Brit
ain, by con trast, memory of the First World War is ‘kept alive’ by the 
annual Remem brance Day commemor ations (p. 15). How ever, given 
the signifi cant role that mem ories of the Second World War also play 
in Brit ish polit ics and soci ety—some thing that has been a theme in the 
work of Lucy Noakes and Mark Connelly—per haps this rigid dichot
omy be tween a Brit ish focus on the First World War and a German 
fix ation on the later con flict is slightly wide of the mark.5 In stead, it 
appears far more appo site to start not from a point of div ision, but 
rather by look ing at how the Second World War shaped and has con
tinued to re shape mem ories of the 1914–18 con flict in both coun tries.

There have of course been a variety of different polit ical and cul
tural im pulses feed ing into the way both Brit ish and German soci eties 
have under stood the First World War. Films and novels through to 
memoirs and me mentos have all played a role. For Heß, though, it is 
solely the ex hib itions that are import ant to her discussion, al though 
she is very care ful to situ ate these more broadly, con sider ing them 
within the wider cul tural land scape in which they were pro duced. 
Each chap ter of the book then sees Heß ask differ ent ques tions of the 
centen ary ex hib itions to deter mine which aspects of the war each 
ex hib ition chose to priori tize. The the matic chap ters run chrono
logically, start ing with famil iar ques tions about war guilt, moving 
through to vio lence, death, and suffer ing on the home front, before 

3 Annika Mombauer, ‘The German Centenary of the First World War’, War & 
Soci ety, 36/4 (2017), 276–88, at 279.
4 David Reynolds, The Long Shadow: The Great War and the Twentieth Cen tury 
(London, 2013).
5 Lucy Noakes, Dying for the Nation: Death, Grief and Bereavement in Second 
World War Britain (Manchester, 2020); Mark Connelly, We Can Take It! Brit ain 
and the Memory of the Second World War (Harlow, 2004).
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finally turn ing to con sider how polit icians chose to dis cuss the centen
ary ex hib itions.

With such broad themes and over arch ing re search ques tions, it 
was clearly always going to be a tricky task to select case studies that 
fully aligned with them. Heß’s ap proach, there fore, is to focus on re
gional and na tional ex hib itions that had the poten tial for good vis itor 
numbers (p. 29). From a German per spective, spe cial ex hib itions held 
in the Deutsches Histor isches Museum in Berlin, the Militär histor isches 
Museum der Bundes wehr in Dres den, Stutt gart’s Haus der Geschichte 
BadenWürttemberg, and the Histor isches Museum der Pfalz in Speyer 
all fea ture. The Brit ish com parison comes from the new First World 
War Gal leries in the Im perial War Museum in London, the Firing Line: 
Car diff Castle Museum of the Welsh Sol dier, and the Im perial War 
Museum North in Man chester. As the case studies all cover ex hib itions 
housed in signifi cant re gional or na tional museums, it is clear that each 
would touch on Heß’s main themes con cern ing the broad course of the 
war. Yet at the same time, the re liance on such promin ent ex hib itions is 
some thing of a missed opportun ity. While the Deutsches Histor isches 
Museum’s centen ary ex hib ition re peated some of the themes covered 
ten years earlier in its ‘Der Welt krieg 1914–1918: Ereignis und Erinner
ung’ anni versary presen tation, smaller local ex hib itions offered more 
ex citing ap proaches.6 The Staat liche Biblio thek in Regens burg, which 
ap proached the war through the his tory of French pris oners of war, and 
Stock port Museum’s explor ation of the ex peri ence of minor ity voices 
offer good ex amples of local inno vations.7

There may well have been plenty of local ex hib itions offer ing a 
slightly differ ent per spective on the war ex peri ence, but the book’s 
seven case studies pro vide a good snap shot of broader museal trends 
that came to the fore during the centen ary. With the case studies 

6 René Schlott (ed.), Der Weltkrieg 1914–1918—Ereignis und Erinnerung—Eine 
Aus stellung im Deutschen Historischen Museum Berlin (Berlin, 2004).
7 ‘Mitten im Krieg: Das Regensburger Kriegsgefangenenlager während 
des Ersten Welt kriegs’, Staat liche Biblio thek Regens burg, 2016, at [https://
www.staatlichebibliothekregensburg.de/article/mittenimkriegdas
regensburgerkriegsgefangenenlagerwaehrenddeserstenweltkriegs/] 
ac cessed 17 Jan. 2022; Stock port Museum, ‘Keep the Home Fires Burn ing: 
Stories from World War I’, 2014. 
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set tled and the key histor ical themes sel ected, the pur pose of the eight 
main chap ters is to deter mine which image of the war each ex hib ition 
dis played, focus ing in par ticu lar on differ ences be tween the Brit ish 
and German presen tations. Each chapter works to wards this goal in a 
system atic, albeit rather rigid, fashion. In the first sec tion of each chap
ter, Heß pro vides a syn thesis of the exist ing historio graphical debates 
rele vant to the par ticu lar topic. After this out line, the dis cussion then 
turns to see if each ex hib ition has followed the historio graphical con
sensus or whether ‘differ ences between re search and the ex hib itions’ 
can be deter mined (p. 139).

This hunt for some form of histor ical truth begins in chap ters three 
and four, which follow on from two lengthy intro ductory sec tions. 
Their focus is on the out break of the con flict and the welltrodden war 
guilt debate. Per haps due to the complex ity of this his tory, which does 
not lend itself par ticu larly well to the museum setting, Heß finds that 
the ex hib itions mainly skirt around the sub ject of guilt. Where the issue 
is touched upon, how ever, she notes that the German ex hib itions were 
more likely to ‘sketch out a picture of shared responsi bility amongst 
the bel liger ent powers’ (p. 138), while in com parison the Brit ish tended 
to depict the war’s out break as a clash between a ‘German aggres sor’ 
and a pas sive Brit ish state (p. 165). Chap ters five and six focus on the 
memory of the war, ex plor ing how the con flict has been under stood in 
polit ics and soci ety. Again, Heß iden tifies a div iding line be tween the 
two coun tries’ ap proaches. The German ex hib itions viewed Euro pean 
inte gration as a ‘success ful out come of the learn ing pro cess’ that the two 
world wars started (p. 175). Un surprisingly, in Brexit Brit ain, the ex hib
itions avoided framing the war in Euro pean terms, but still managed to 
imbue it with mean ing. Leaving behind older narra tives of futil ity and 
a lost gener ation, they viewed the war as a justi fied defence of civil ized 
values for which con temporaries were willing to fight (p. 201).

The next set of chapters, seven and eight, deal with the his tory 
of war time suffer ing at home and on the (West ern) Front, cover ing 
every thing from trenches and shell ing through to forced labour and 
propa ganda. In an en gaging sec tion on gas war fare, Heß ex plores how 
the ex hib itions all chose to deploy ori ginal arte facts and images of gas 
masks in action as a means of visual izing the horrors of front line war
fare. What makes this dis cussion so success ful is that it breaks away 
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from a fairly strict com parison of the histori ography visàvis the ex
hib ition dis plays. In stead, Heß demon strates a more trans national 
ap proach, as both the Brit ish and German cur ators used a simi lar set 
of ob jects to create immer sive dis plays (pp. 212–16). Finally, the book’s 
con cluding chap ters, nine and ten, ex plore polit icians’ con tribu tions 
to the centen ary period. Unlike in the earlier chap ters, the ex hib itions 
are more at the margins of the dis cussion, making an appear ance only 
when polit icians turned up to de clare them open. This was a role that 
both David Cameron and Angela Merkel per formed in 2014, open ing 
the main centen ary ex hib itions in London and Berlin (pp. 276, 283).

Heß concludes her narrative lament ing that the centen ary ex hib itions 
failed to ‘pre sent a European ization of the his tory of the First World 
War’. The reason for this short coming, she con tends, is that ‘na tional 
narra tives and na tional histor ical per spectives were not inte grated 
into a trans national Euro pean his tory of the First World War’ (p. 309). 
None of this should come as a great sur prise, as these ex hib itions had 
to speak to na tional audi ences, funders, and polit ical bene ficiaries. Yet 
des pite Heß’s pessi mism, Brit ish and German represen tations of the 
con flict, whether in museums, litera ture, or on screen, do offer more 
than a paral lel his tory of war time suffer ing. To un cover these other 
aspects of a com plex memory cul ture would re quire an explor ation of 
a broader range of ex hib itions, beyond the more fam iliar na tional or 
large re gional inter pret ations. It would also mean pick ing up shared 
cul tural re sponses, such as the his tory of the gas mask, or ex plor ing 
points of con tact and ex change where Brit ish and German ex peri
ences over lapped. His tories of humanitarian ism, diplo macy, pris oners 
of war, enemy aliens, and care parcels—which did make an appear
ance in some of the ex hib itions—all offer import ant start ing points for 
high light ing inter actions rather than just div isions. A shared his tory of 
British–German memory of the war may still be await ing its author, but 
for now Heß’s study gives readers plenty to ponder. 
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